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1
DIODE STRING

FIELD

The present application relates to diode strings, i.e. two or
more diodes coupled in series with each other, and corre-
sponding methods.

BACKGROUND

Diode strings are for example used for ESD (Electrostatic
Discharge) protection of integrated circuits. In particular, via
such a diode string an ESD pulse may be shunted to a supply
voltage like VDD or VSS. In some cases, diodes of such diode
strings are formed using well structures. However, in some
circumstances like overvoltage at a pad to be protected, i.e. a
voltage outside a normal range, but below typical ESD volt-
ages, and/or turned off supply voltages, parasitic bipolar tran-
sistors formed by the above mentioned well structures may
become conducting leading to undesired leakage currents.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a schematic diagram ofa diode string accord-
ing to an embodiment.

FIG. 2 shows a flowchart illustrating a method according to
an embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a circuit diagram illustrating a diode string
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 4A is a schematic cross-sectional view of a semicon-
ductor structure illustrating a diode string according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 4B is a schematic cross-sectional view of a semicon-
ductor structure illustrating a diode string according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 5 is a circuit diagram illustrating a diode string
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 6 is a cross-sectional view of a semiconductor struc-
ture implementing a diode string according to an embodi-
ment.

FIG. 7 shows an example environment using diode strings
according to embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Inthe following, embodiments of the present invention will
be described in detail with reference to the attached drawings.
It should be noted that the embodiments merely serve for
illustrating some possibilities to implement the invention and
are not to be construed as limiting the scope of the present
application in any way.

Features of different embodiments may be combined with
each other unless specifically noted otherwise. On the other
hand, describing an embodiment with a plurality of features is
not to be construed as indicating that all such features are
necessary for practicing the present invention, as other
embodiments may comprise less features and/or alternative
features to the ones shown.

Moreover, it is to be noted that any direct connection or
coupling between two elements shown in the drawings or
described herein, i.e. any connection or coupling without any
intervening elements, may also be implemented by an indi-
rect connection, i.e. a connection or coupling comprising one
or more intervening elements, as long as the intended func-
tion of the respective connection or coupling is preserved, for
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example a function of applying a voltage to an element or the
function of transmitting a signal from element to another
element.

Furthermore, in some cases embodiments are described as
comprising several functional blocks or elements. It should
be noted that in such cases the functional blocks or elements
need not necessarily be implemented by different structures
or circuits, but in some embodiments also two or more of such
functional blocks or elements may be implemented by a com-
mon structure or by a common circuit.

In the following, for some embodiments semiconductor
structures will be described, wherein parts of the structure are
referred to as having a polarity. A polarity of a semiconductor
is to be understood as either being an n-polarity caused by an
n-doping or a p-polarity caused by a p-doping. For example,
in case of silicon semiconductor structures n-doping may be
achieved by adding phosphorus or arsenic, and p-doping may
for example be achieved by adding boron. For other semicon-
ductors, e.g. 1II-V semiconductors like gallium arsenide,
other appropriate dopants may be used.

Within a polarity, different degrees of doping, i.e. different
dopant concentrations are possible. Highly doped regions, in
particular degenerately doped regions, may serve to provide
electrical contacts.

Turning now to the Figures, in FIG. 1 a schematic diagram
of a diode string according to an embodiment is shown. The
diode string of FIG. 1 comprises a first diode structure 13 and
a second diode structure 15 coupled in series between a first
terminal 12 and a second terminal 16. In some embodiments,
first terminal 12 may be an input/output (I/O) terminal to be
protected against electrostatic discharge (ESD), and second
terminal 16 may be a supply voltage terminal, for example for
VSS or VDD, or vice versa.

For example, a first terminal (for example a cathode) of
diode structure 13 may be coupled with terminal 12, a second
terminal (for example an anode) of diode structure 13 may be
coupled with a first terminal (for example a cathode) of diode
structure 15 via a coupling 14, and a second terminal of diode
structure 15 (for example an anode) may be coupled with
terminal 16.

Firstdiode structure 13 and second diode structure 15 in the
embodiment of FIG. 1 are arranged in a semiconductor well
11 of a first polarity, which in turn is arranged in a substrate 10
or other semiconductor material (like a further well) of a
second polarity different from the first polarity. For example,
well 11 may be an n-well, and substrate 10 may be a p-doped
substrate.

First diode structure 13 and second diode structure 15 in
some cases each may comprise a further well of the second
polarity arranged within well 11 to provide electrical insula-
tion between the diode structures. For example, in this way
the first diode structure 13 and the second diode structure 15
together with well 11 each may implement a triple well diode.

In some embodiments, well 11 may comprise a single
continuous semiconductor region of the first polarity. In other
embodiments, well 11 may be split e.g. to comprise two
semiconductor regions of the first polarity, one for each diode
structure 13, 15. In this case, an ohmic electrical connection,
e.g. ametal connection or a highly doped polysilicon connec-
tion of the first polarity, electrically coupling the two semi-
conductor regions such that they electrically have basically
the same effect as a single continuous semiconductor region
is provided. A resistance of such an ohmic electrical connec-
tion may e.g. be below 10 Ohm, or below 5 Ohm.

The embodiment of FIG. 1 further comprises well biasing
circuitry 17 for biasing well 11, i.e. for applying a voltage to
well 11. As indicated by dotted lines 18, well biasing circuitry
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17 in some embodiments applies a voltage to well 11 depend-
ing on voltages present at first diode structure 13 and second
diode structure 15, in particular voltages corresponding to or
derived from voltages applied to terminals 12 and 16, but not
based on any additional voltages like an additional supply
voltage. In some embodiments, the thus applied voltage is an
intermediate voltage between voltages applied to terminals
12 and 16 and/or corresponding to a voltage on coupling 14,
i.e. a voltage corresponding to a voltage at the second termi-
nal of diode structure 13 and first terminal of diode structure
15 or, taking for example a resistance of coupling 14 into
account, a voltage between the second terminal of diode
structure 13 and the first terminal of second diode structure 15
(i.e. the terminals linked by coupling 14). In other embodi-
ments, the voltage applied to well 11 may be derived from the
voltages applied to terminals 12 and 16 in a different manner,
for example by using some divider structure. In some embodi-
ments where a first voltage is applied to terminal 16 and a
second voltage lower than the first voltage is applied to ter-
minal 12, the voltage applied to well 11 may be one diode
threshold below the first voltage or higher.

In some embodiments, the voltage is applied such that
parasitic bipolar transistors do not become conducting in case
the supply voltage at terminal 12 or terminal 16 is turned off
and/or a voltage outside a regular voltage range (overvoltage
or undervoltage) by at most a predetermined voltage difter-
ence is applied to terminal 12 and/or terminal 16. In some
embodiments, well 11 is biased such that an undervoltage
tolerance of two diode thresholds is provided.

In FIG. 2, a flowchart illustrating a method according to an
embodiment is shown. The method may be implemented
using the diode string of the embodiment of FIG. 1 or any of
the diode strings which will be explained below, but also may
be implemented independently therefrom.

At 20, a diode string is provided in a semiconductor well
having a first polarity different from a second polarity of a
substrate in which the well is embedded. The diodes of the
diode string may for example be formed in individual wells of
the second polarity thus forming triple well diodes.

At 21, voltages are applied to terminals of the diode string.
At 22, an intermediated voltage between the voltages applied
to the diode string is applied to the well, wherein the inter-
mediate voltage may be derived from the voltages applied to
the terminal of the diode string without using any additional
supply voltages.

The intermediate voltage may prevent parasitic bipolar
transistors in the structure from becoming conducting in cer-
tain circumstances, for example when a supply voltage is
turned off or when a voltage applied to a terminal of the diode
string exceeds a regular voltage range by at most a predeter-
mined voltage difference.

In FIG. 3, a schematic circuit diagram of a diode string
according to an embodiment is shown. In the embodiment of
FIG. 3, a diode string comprises a first diode 32 and a second
diode 33. First diode 32 and second diode 33 are provided in
awell 31 embedded within a substrate. The polarity of well 31
in an embodiment is different from the polarity of the sub-
strate. First diode 32 and second diode 33 in some embodi-
ments may be provided in separate wells formed within well
31 and having a polarity different from well 31.

A cathode of first diode 32 is coupled with a terminal 30,
for example an input/output (I/O) terminal. An anode of first
diode 32 is coupled with a cathode of second diode 33. An
anode of second diode 33 is coupled with a terminal 35, for
example a supply voltage VSS.

An intermediate node 34 between the anode of first diode
32 and the cathode of second diode 33 is coupled with well 31
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via a coupling 36, for example a connection made of metal
layers, metal wires or highly-doped silicone. Coupling 36 is
an example for biasing circuitry applying a bias voltage to
well 31. Coupling 36 in some embodiments may have a
resistance smaller than 10€2. Through coupling 36, the well is
biased with an intermediate voltage between the voltages at
terminals 30 and 33, without using an additional supply volt-
age like VDD. In this way, in some embodiments a parasitic
bipolar transistor may be prevented from becoming conduct-
ing in certain circumstances, for example if VSS fails or if a
voltage applied to input/output terminal 30 exceeds a “usual”
range, for example between 0 and 5V, by at most a predeter-
mined threshold, for example at most 2 Volts (e.g. between -2
and 7 V in this example).

In FIG. 4A, a semiconductor structure implementing a
diode string according to an embodiment is shown. The
embodiment of FIG. 4A is one possible structural realization
of the embodiment of FIG. 3. However, it is to be noted that
structural realizations of the embodiment of FIG. 3 are not
limited to the structure shown in FIG. 4A.

The structure of FIG. 4A comprises a well 41 of a first
polarity, for example an n-well, embedded within a substrate
40 of a second polarity, for example a p-type substrate. For
forming a first diode, a p-well 43 serving as an anode is
provided within a well 41. Within p-well 43, a highly-doped
n-well 49 (sometimes also simply referred to as n+ region)
serving as cathode and a highly doped p-well 48 (sometimes
also simply referred to as p+ region) serving as anode contact
of the first diode are formed. Highly-doped n-well 49 is
coupled to a terminal, for example an input/output terminal.

To form a second diode, a p-well 43 is formed within n-well
41 as an anode. To contact the anode of the second diode, a
highly-doped p-well 44 (sometimes also simply referred to as
p+ region) is provided as anode contact. For forming the
cathode a highly-doped n-well 45 (sometimes also simply
referred to as n+ region) is provided. The highly-doped p-well
44 serving as anode contact may be coupled with a terminal,
for example a supply voltage VSS. In other words, the p-n-
junction of the first diode is formed between p-well 43 and
highly-doped n-well 49, whereas the p-n-junction of the sec-
ond diode is formed between p-well 42 and highly-doped
n-well 49.

Furthermore, for contacting n-well 41 a highly-doped
n-well or n-contact 46 is provided. Moreover, via a coupling
47 highly-doped n-well 45 serving as cathode of the second
diode is connected with highly-doped n-well 46 for contact-
ing n-well 41 and with highly-doped p-well 48 serving as
anode contact of the first diode. Therefore, via coupling 47
and highly-doped n-well 46 serving as well contact n-well 41
is biased with an intermediate voltage between the voltage
present at highly-doped p-well 44 serving as anode contact of
the second diode and a voltage present at highly-doped n-well
49 serving as cathode of the first diode.

A parasitic bipolar npn transistor 410 may for example be
formed by highly-doped n-well 45 as emitter, p-well 42 as
base and n-well 41 as collector as indicated in FIG. 4A. By
biasing n-well 41 as explained above, this parasitic npn tran-
sistor 410 is for example prevented from becoming conduct-
ing when VSS fails. A similar parasitic npn transistor is
formed at the first diode with p-well 43 serving as base. Such
an npn transistor may be prevented from becoming conduct-
ing in case of an overvoltage or undervoltage at the 1/O-
terminal, i.e. at n-well 49.

In the embodiment shown, by the well biasing explained
above a voltage of the well may be kept at least two diode
thresholds above substrate 40.
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In the embodiment of FIG. 4A, well 41 is provided as a
continuous well, e.g. a continuous n-doped semiconductor
region. In other embodiments, a corresponding well may be
provided as a split well comprising two or more separate
n-wells with an ohmic connection between them. A corre-
sponding embodiment is shown in FIG. 4B.

The embodiment of FIG. 4B is a variation of the embodi-
ment of FIG. 4A, and corresponding elements bear the same
reference numeral and will not be described again. Instead of
n-well 41 of FIG. 4A, a first n-well 41 A for the first diode and
a second n-well 41B for the second diode is provided. First
n-well 41A has a highly-doped n-well 46A for contacting
n-well 41A, and second n-well 41B has ahighly-doped n-well
46B for contacting n-well 41B. Highly-doped n-wells 46A,
468 are coupled with coupling 47 which therefore provides
an ohmic electrical connection between first and second
n-wells 41A, 41B and biasing both first and second n-wells
41A, 41B at the intermediate voltage.

Therefore, the electrical situation in FIG. 4B in particular
as regards parasitic bipolar npn transistor 410 is basically the
same as in FIG. 4A.

It should be noted that while in FIG. 4B coupling 47 serves
both for biasing the first and second n-wells 41 A, 41B and for
providing an ohmic electrical connection between first and
second n-wells 41A, 41B, in other embodiments on coupling
may be provided for biasing and a further coupling may be
provided to form the ohmic electrical connection.

In the embodiments of FIGS. 1, 3, 4A and 4B a diode string
formed by two diodes is coupled between two terminals, for
example a supply voltage like VSS and an input/output (/O)
terminal, for example for ESD protection of I[/O terminal.
However, the number of diodes is not particularly limited, and
more diodes may also be coupled between the terminals.

For example, in FIG. 5 an embodiment is shown where
altogether four diodes form a diode string coupled between
the first terminal 52, which for example is coupled to a supply
voltage like VSS, and a second terminal 53, for example an
input/output terminal, for example for ESD protection of the
input/output terminal. In the embodiments of FIG. 5, four
diodes are arranged in a first group 50 of two diodes and a
second group 51 of two diodes, each of the two groups 50, 51
being implemented as shown in FIG. 3,1.e. a well in which the
two diodes of each group are arranged is coupled with an
intermediate node between the two diodes as shown in FIG. 5
and as explained in detail with respect to FIG. 3. Therefore,
the structure of the groups 50, 51 will not be explained again
in detail.

In FIG. 6, a semiconductor structure according to an
embodiment representing one possible implementation of the
circuit of FIG. 5 is shown. In the embodiment of FIG. 6, two
structures 61, 63 each being implemented as the two-diode
structure of FIG. 4A, i.e. as an n-well with two diodes embed-
ded therein, are provided in a substrate 30. As each of the
structures 61, 63 are implemented as already explained with
respectto FIG. 4A, this description will not be repeated again.
Structure 61 is coupled with a first terminal 60, for example
VSS, and second structure 63 is coupled with a second ter-
minal 64, for example an input/output terminal. First struc-
ture 61 and second structure 63 are coupled in series via a
coupling 62 as shown in FIG. 6. Coupling 62 may for example
be implemented as a metal layer, a metal wire or a highly-
doped polysilicon connection.

As already mentioned, the semiconductor structures
shown in FIGS. 4A, 4B and 6 serve only as examples and
other implementations are also possible. For example, in
some embodiments the polarities may be reverse. In such an
implementation, for example in FIGS. 4A and 4B, wells 41,
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45 and 49 may be p-doped, and wells 42, 44, 43 and 48 may
be n-doped. In such a case, substrate 40 may also be an n-type
substrate. In still other embodiments, the diodes may be
implemented as stacked diodes.

InFIG. 7, an environment where diode strings according to
embodiments may be used is shown. In the example of FIG.
7, two input terminals 72, 73 of a circuit, for example an
integrated circuit, are shown. As indicated by dots, input
terminals 72, 73 are connected with core circuitry (not
shown) to supply signals and/or voltages to the core circuitry
or to output signals and/or voltages from the core circuitry.

As supply voltages, a supply voltage rail 70 connected to a
first supply voltage, for example VSS, and a supply voltage
rail 71 connected to a second supply voltage, for example
VDDP, are provided.

A first diode string 74 comprising two diodes PD1, PD2 in
the example shown couples input terminals 72 with voltage
rail 71, a second diode string 75 comprising diodes PS1, PS2
couples input 72 with voltage rail 70, a third diode string 76
comprising diodes PD1 and PD2 couples input terminal 73
with voltage rail 71 and a fourth diode string 77 comprising
two diodes PS1, PS2 couples input 73 with voltage rail 70.
Through first to fourth diode strings 74 to 77 ESD protection
for inputs 72, 73 is provided. It should be noted that in addi-
tion to first to fourth diode string 74 to 77 other conventional
ESD protection elements may be present.

Each of first to fourth diode strings 74 to 77 may be imple-
mented as embodiments as described above, for example as
described with reference to FIGS. 1 and 3 to 6. In particular,
while in FIG. 7 diode strings comprising two diodes as
shown, diode strings comprising more diodes, for example
four diodes as shown in FIGS. 5 and 6, may be also be used.
Also some of first to fourth diode strings may be implemented
as conventional diode strings.

Through the use of diode strings according to an embodi-
ment, a leakage path 79 indicated by dotted lines caused by a
conducting parasitic npn transistor 78 may be prevented, the
leakage path causing a current flowing between input termi-
nal 72 and 73.

In some embodiments, input terminal 73 may be a reset
input terminal, and input terminal 73 may be a clock input
terminal.

A further scenario where leakage may be prevented by
embodiments is where supply voltages are turned off, and a
circuit is supplied via an input/output terminal.

It should be noted that the environment of FIG. 7 is only
one example where diode strings according to an embodi-
ment may be used, and other scenarios are equally possible.
For example, diode strings according to embodiments may
generally be used for connecting input/output pins with sup-
ply voltages for ESD protection purposes.

What is claimed is:

1. A semiconductor structure, comprising:

a substrate,

a first well of a first polarity formed in said substrate,

a second well of a second polarity different from said first

polarity formed within said first well,

a voltage terminal formed within the second well,

a third well of the second polarity formed within said first

well,

a protected terminal formed within the third well,

a fourth well of the first polarity formed within said second

well,

a fifth well of the second polarity formed within said third

well, and

an electric coupling between said fourth well, said fifth

well and said first well, wherein a parasitic transistor is
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formed by the fourth well, the second well and the first
well, and the electric coupling biases the first well by
said fourth well and said fifth well to prevent the para-
sitic transistor from conducting on failure of the supply
voltage at the voltage terminal.

2. The structure of claim 1, wherein said electric coupling
comprises a metal coupling or a polysilicon coupling.

3. The structure of claim 1, further comprising a sixth well
formed within the third well, wherein said sixth well is
coupled with an input/output terminal.

4. The structure of claim 1, further comprising a seventh
well of said second polarity arranged within said second well,
said seventh well having a higher dopant concentration than
said second well, wherein said seventh well is coupled with a
supply voltage.

5. The structure of claim 1, wherein said first polarity is an
n-type polarity, and said second polarity is a p-type polarity.

6. The structure of claim 1, wherein said substrate is of the
second polarity.

7. The structure of claim 1, wherein said electric coupling
has a resistance smaller than 10€Q.

8. The structure of claim 1, further comprising:

an eighth well of the first polarity formed in said substrate,
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a ninth well of said second polarity formed within said

eighth well,

a tenth well of said second polarity formed within said

eighth well,

an eleventh well of said first polarity formed within said

ninth well,

atwelfth well of said first polarity formed within said tenth

well,

a further electric coupling between said eleventh well, said

tenth well and said eighth well,

wherein said ninth well is coupled with said third well.

9. The structure of claim 1, wherein said first well is formed
as a single continuous semiconductor region of the first polar-
ity.

10. The structure of claim 1, wherein said first well com-
prises a first well portion of the first polarity of the first well,
said second well being arranged within said first well portion,
and a second well portion of the first polarity of the first well,
said third well being arranged within said second well por-
tion, said first well portion and said second well portion being
ohmically coupled with each other.
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